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 This article focuses on how fans/consumers are unofficially involved in the promotion of an audiovisual brand, 
through a unified management design, what I call “joint brand management.” The proposed term describes how both 
production companies and brand/fan communities simultaneously contribute to the development, establishment, and 
expansion of a brand through a combination of conventional brand management strategies and unofficial content 
created by fans/brand enthusiasts. 
 





The contemporary audiovisual sector includes a plethora of film and television franchises. 
There are specific management and promotional plans for each audiovisual text, something that 
creates a brand identity for each work, which influences its reception by the audience. Since the 
beginning of the new millennium, the Internet has occupied the marketing plans of the 
audiovisual sector, while the audience has acquired a more interactive role in this new landscape. 
Based on these facts, audiovisual works can be interpreted as brands.  
This paper focuses on how consumers are unofficially involved in the promotion of an 
audiovisual brand, through what I call “joint brand management.” This term proposes that both 
production companies and brand/fan communities simultaneously contribute to the development, 
establishment and expansion of a brand. More specifically, I argue that, on a theoretical level, the 
combination of conventional brand management strategies, through viral marketing, with the 
unofficial content created by fans/brand enthusiasts can be interpreted as a unified management 
design, as “joint brand management.”  
Nowadays, every audiovisual work intends and is expected to behave as a brand. There are 
some big audiovisual brands that have lasted in time, such as Star Wars (1977-) or Halloween 
(1978-), while other works, such as Stranger Things (2016-) or The Blair Witch Project (1999), 
can be understood as smaller audiovisual brands. In the 2.0 Web era, there is no tangible 
difference between small or big brands, because all of them operate based on the same goal. 
Even if some of them use transmedia elements for their promotion or others are based on viral 
marketing techniques, they all aim at creating a brand image around their name. This is the 
reason why joint brand management is viable for every audiovisual brand, no matter their 
magnitude or size.  




The scope of this investigation into the applicability of joint brand management is limited by 
two important factors. Firstly, the term is applied to audiovisual works with an already 
established fan base (films or TV shows that are already considered brands). If there are no 
dedicated fans, then there is no effort for active participation with unofficial content. Secondly, 
this research project is strictly limited to digital and viral marketing techniques with no physical 
or word-of-mouth effect. In order for joint brand management to be applicable, the fan base has 
to use online and digital means for promoting and expanding the brand. 
Viral film and TV marketing content influences the identity of an audiovisual brand (film 
franchise or TV show). Such a promotion is usually transmitted rapidly through self-replicating 
viral processes, analogous to the spread of biological or computer viruses. Yet, while in the past, 
film and television texts were advertised through professionals hired by production companies 
and the viewers’ role was limited largely to word-of-mouth, letters and/or phone calls, today a 
brand’s viral content can originate from thousands or even millions of consumers and be 
disseminated worldwide instantly. This has the potential of unofficially expanding and 
influencing the brand without the consent of the official brand management. 
My aim in this essay is to analyze cases of joint brand management and suggest that joint 
brand management is a viable model of investigation, in which fans can influence the work on 
two basic aspects: the fictional world of the brand and the brand image. 
 
Brand Management and Viral Marketing 
Before providing an in-depth analysis of the proposed model, two terms need to be defined; 
brand and brand management. In this paper, brand is defined as the perception customers have 
about a product or a service, while at the same time it is what consumers think of when they hear 
or see the brand’s name and/or products (McLaughlin). In other words, brand is a term that can 
be attributed to a product in order to distinguish it from all others of the same category, 
incorporating all consumer experiences and opinions and creating a unique product identity. 
According to Daragh O’Reilly and Finola Kerrigan, audiovisual works can be regarded as 
brands, both artistically and commercially, while these values cannot be easily separated. 
Audiovisual works are brands because [they] have a symbolic dimension; are the subject of 
capital and technological investment; are offered for sale; carry intellectual property rights; 
differentiate themselves from other films; and are strategic assets for their production studios’ 
brand portfolios (772). 
Brand management entails the planning and execution of advertizing practices that aim to 
create a stable and enduring relationship between the brand and its consumers. One of the most 
common techniques in viral marketing is the Internet adaptation of the word-of-mouth effects, 
originally identified by Everett Rogers in the book The Diffusion of Innovations (1995). This 
term describes any strategy that inspires possible consumers to transmit a marketing message to 
others, creating the potential for exponential growth in its exposure and influence, usually via 
online means, such as social media (Wilson).  
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Viral marketing was born because people have learned to tune out a lot of “traditional” 
marketing communications—and can even choose to avoid them altogether thanks to ad-
skipping technologies (Kirby 91). Unlike traditional marketing techniques, viral marketing 
focuses on a personal experience of the brand and taps into the consumer’s newfound power 
(92). In the Web 2.0 era, film and television studios have started managing their products as 
brands by using online viral marketing techniques. As Stephanie Janes states, viral marketing 
“has strong links with word-of-mouth publicity, which has always been crucial to selling a 
movie, but with the emergence of blogs and public review websites more people can share more 
opinions faster than ever before” (89). One of the first examples of such a strategy is The Blair 
Witch Project, a horror movie about three film students who disappear in a forest while filming a 
documentary on a local witch legend. At the time of its release, the film’s producers had created 
a website full of fake police reports and newsreel-style interviews, while the relevant IMDB page 
listed the actors as “missing, presumed dead” for the first year after its release, making everyone 
unsure of whether this had been a real-life documentary or a fiction film. Consumers were not 
expected to just passively watch the film, as this promotion encouraged online activity—from 
visiting the website to searching for the actors on IMDb—in order to have a full experience of 
the product that eventually became a brand.  
Official viral content can take many forms, such as videos, pictures, texts, and news, and 
aims to promote and expand the identity and image of the audiovisual work. If the proposed 
marketing techniques are successful, then the work becomes a brand. In order to succeed, 
production companies try to use consumers in order to spread the word and promote the 
“product’s” identity. This brings us to what Henry Jenkins (2006) calls media convergence and 
participatory culture. As he concedes, media convergence is the flow of content across multiple 
media platforms, based on the increase of the migratory behavior of the consumers who will go 
“anywhere” in search of entertainment experiences. Participatory culture takes place when media 
producers and consumers do not occupy separate roles, but become participants who interact 
with each other (3). Such terms as media convergence and participatory culture can be better 
understood under the scope of transmediality. Transmedia storytelling refers to a trend that has 
emerged in the last decades in response to media convergence, in which every story unfolds 
across multiple media platforms, with each new text making a distinctive and valuable 
contribution to the whole brand (96). Film studios rely on participatory culture in order to 
support each brand in several media. Thus, participatory culture involves a more active 
consumer, contrary to older ideas of more passive consumers and inactive media spectatorship. 
As it will be discussed, the producers of audiovisual narratives try to engage their audience in an 
interactive consumer-product relationship, by embracing their need for active participation, using 
a plethora of media. 
 
Brand Communities and Unofficial Viral Content 
According to David Kalman, the two main requirements for the creation of an audiovisual 
brand community are the existence of a brand and the mechanisms for fans/consumers to engage 




in that brand’s public experience (1). A brand community is a specified, non-geographical 
community, based on a structured set of social associations among its consumers. These 
consumers are organized into cohesive online communities and share their experiences regarding 
the brand’s values.  
The members of a brand community share a common consciousness, rituals, traditions, and a 
sense of moral responsibility, while they play a vital role in the brand’s history formation and 
potential legacy (Muniz and O’Guinn 412). As they trade online information, they form a kind of 
sub-culture, which can be used as a brand management tool (Schouten and McAlexander 43-61). 
As suggested by Jenkins, they share a collective intelligence, described as follows:  
 
none of us can know everything; each of us knows something; and we can put the pieces 
together if we pool our resources and combine our skills. Collective intelligence can be 
seen as an alternative source of media power. We are learning how to use that power 
through our day-to-day interactions within convergence culture. (4) 
 
Understandably, the whole concept of social media use as a viral marketing tool is based on 
collective intelligence. Each active consumer can contribute a small piece to the creation of a 
given brand image by forwarding and/or expanding information, sharing, and exchanging ideas 
about the brand. 
Brand community members are categorized based on their connection level. Kalman 
introduces four main categories: the prospect, the non-committal, the brand admirer, and the 
brand enthusiast. Prospects are possible new consumers, non-committals choose the brand out of 
convenience or habit, brand admirers truly prefer the brand, and brand enthusiasts both prefer 
and promote it. The more commitment there is, the more interaction between companies and 
brand communities exists, and it is helpful for companies to identify consumer characteristics 
and needs in order to, eventually, create a long-term customer relationship at a lower cost (Hur, 
Ahn, and Kim 1197). In the case of a successful viral campaign, the brand community is subject 
to a reclassification process. New members (prospects) may join in, while other members can 
change their status (by upgrading, or, if they did not enjoy the campaign message, by 
downgrading, or by even leaving the community). This process of reclassification can increase 
the time consumers spend on the brand, something that can lead to a reduction of advertising and 
promotion costs.  
Web 2.0 greatly facilitates brand promotion by a given community and, more specifically, by 
the active engagement of brand enthusiasts. These members are the most committed ones and 
form the core of participatory culture. They are not only faithful to a brand, but they try to 
promote and expand it. However, this may be too risky for official promoters and marketers; 
enthusiasts have the freedom to use interactive means by sharing official content, but they can 
also “rebel” against official plans by creating unofficial content that may contradict the brand’s 
values. 
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Fan theories, fan fiction, fanedits, and memes are some of the most common tools through 
which enthusiasts interact with the brand. Of course, this is not a new phenomenon, since fans 
have always created unofficial content. Yet, what makes contemporary brand enthusiasts 
different is the Internet and the speedy reflexes it gives them. Brand members have now 
infinitely more ways to instantaneously communicate with each other and interact with their 
brand, a fundamental value of participatory culture. Unofficial content has the same possibilities 
to become viral as the official one, as it is uploaded in an instant and can be easily accessed by 
each possible consumer.  
 
Joint Brand Management and the Audiovisual Sector  
The term I propose in order to best describe the aforementioned framework in which both 
official and unofficial brand content develops and flows is joint brand management. Audiovisual 
brands have a brand community that wants to be involved in the process of their identity 
formation and/or promotion in the era of participatory culture. I argue that the creation of a brand 
image is, ultimately, formed through a combination that involves official brand managers and 
brand members, or, in other words, official and unofficial viral content. Even if there is no actual 
collaboration between the production company and the brand community, the brand itself is 
influenced by both parties. 
Joint brand management of the same brand combines two viral promotion strategies that 
originate from two different sources, yet coexist in an effort to expand and/or redefine a given 
brand identity. The first source is the output of the professionals, while the second is the result of 
the brand enthusiasts. The content from both sources may be generated and travel online 
simultaneously and exerts power over the brand. Although the stages of joint brand management 
are by definition abstract, we can identify three key phases: 
 
a. Official marketing content is disseminated online to create an interactive relationship 
with an already established brand community. This content is created and controlled by 
the managing team of the brand. 
b. On condition the work is successful enough to build a strong community, the brand 
enthusiasts create their own content, most often individually, even spontaneously, and 
can manage to make it viral.  
c. The content from both categories can attract more prospects by fulfilling a consumer’s 
desires and both can be used for the promotion of the brand. In most cases, official and 
unofficial content co-exist peacefully without altering the official brand identity, although 
there are instances when these contents contradict each other.  
 
I maintain that the unofficial content of the brand created by its enthusiasts can influence its 
fictional world and its brand image. The fans come in contact with the audiovisual brands based 
on these two important features. The fictional world is the solid foundation of the brand, loved 
by the enthusiasts who make use of it to create unofficial content. On the other hand, there is the 




brand image of the audiovisual texts, depending on extratextual parameters, such as the casting 
of the work and its lifespan. The production company and the official marketers aim to create an 
image around their brand that can be beneficial in economic terms, but sometimes the 
community manages to interfere and, as a result, alter the outcome of the brand. In the following 
sections, I analyze the interplay between the fictional world and the brand image to build the 
main argument of what I propose as joint brand management theoretical model. 
 
Influence on Brand Fictional World  
Every audiovisual brand is organized around a concrete fictional world that often consists of 
transmedia elements and exists in different media platforms. Brand enthusiasts can interact, or 
even alter the desired outcome of how this world and its narrative are structured and evolve. 
Plenty of different elements relate to narrative, but two are the most distinctive: the plot and the 
mise-en-scène. The plot is a very straightforward term that describes the progression of the 
narrative. In other words, it includes the sequence of events inside the story. Mise-en-scène is a 
complex term that refers to the contents of the film frame, to what the viewer actually sees on the 
screen; the actors and their performance, the lighting, the colors, the frame composition, and any 
iconographic aspects of the cinematic image (Bordwell and Thompson 76-77, 112–161).  
An example of an audiovisual brand that has been influenced by the consumers’ content on 
both its plot and its mise-en-scène is Game of Thrones (2011-2019). Game of Thrones (GOT) is a 
fantasy drama television series created by David Benioff and D. B. Weiss, as an adaptation of 
George R. R. Martin’s series of novels, A Song of Ice and Fire (1996, 1998, 2000, 2005, 2011). 
The show revolves around political alliances and conflicts among noble houses and families in 
their quest for power. Although GOT’s promotion heavily relies on official viral content, there is 
a wealth of unofficial forms of promotion too. As suggested below, this fan-created content has 
even affected the narrative, by setting a tone or changing the plot itself and the mise-en-scène. 
GOT fan theories abound and constitute not only a common expression of its brand 
community desires but also a source of influence on the actual narrative. According to D. F. 
Lovett (2016), “a fan theory is a form of contemporary critical theory, in which the audience 
analyzes the text and creates a new interpretation that explains ‘what really happened,’ creating a 
separate narrative, aside from or within the narrative.” There are many fan theories about the 
fates of every character on GOT and how the show will end. A popular one is the R+L=J, an 
abbreviation for Rhaegar+Lyanna=Jon, which has been around since the very beginning of the 
show.1 This theory proposes that Jon Snow (Kit Harington) is not the son of Ned Stark (Sean 
Bean), but, actually, the son of Rhaegar Targaryen (Wilf Scolding) and Lyanna Stark (Aisling 
Franciosi), Ned’s younger sister, which means that he is the legal successor of the Iron Throne, 
and not the “bastard” he has been called in the first six seasons. Even if this fan theory has no 
tangible connection to the books or the first GOT seasons, the creators fulfilled the brand 
enthusiasts’ expectations during the season six finale. The collective intelligence of GOT’s fan 
                                            
1 For more on fan theories, read Josh Withey’s “Five Game of Thrones Theories that Turned out to Be True.” 
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base (both from the television and the book series) created assumptions about a main character’s 
backstory that had a massive impact on the main plot development and their work found its way 
on the actual television show, causing a great deal of suspense and controversy.  
 Apart from the plot, GOT has also been influenced in its mise-en-scène. The most notable 
example concerns the creation and representation of the House Reed and House Stokeworth 
sigils. House Reed, the southern-most house of the North, is a vassal house that had sworn 
loyalty to House Stark, controlling the vast area of swampland across the narrowest part of the 
continent of Westeros. In the books, there is no specific description of their sigil, but based on 
the website A Wiki of Ice and Fire,2 semi-official sources run by fans state that the sigil of House 
Reed is a black lizard-lion on a grey-green background. The absence of an official description 
has given artistic freedom to the show runners to create something unique, and aesthetic patterns 
(regarding house sigils by fan-made artworks) have been circling the Internet from the beginning 
of the show. The House Reed sigil first appeared on the show on the third episode of the sixth 
season,3 while the fan-made artwork was uploaded on the website A Wiki of Ice and Fire on 
November 26, 2012. We can observe that the two versions of the sigil are identical. This can lead 
one to believe that the creators of the show may have decided to follow the pattern and the 
aesthetic decisions that were established by a member of the brand community. 
Another example constitutes the House Stokeworth Sigil, which first appeared on the second 
episode of the fifth season,4 while the fan-made artwork was uploaded on A Wiki of Ice and Fire 
on February 27, 2014. In this case, the book description is too general, stating that the sigil is a 
white lamb holding a golden goblet on a green field (A Feast for Crows, Chapter 24: Cersei V). 
The official artwork follows the steps of the brand community’s unofficial content closely. Even 
if the books do not create a concrete basis on which the show and the fans were based, both 
outcomes are very similar, a fact which can show a possible influence of brand enthusiasts on the 
show.5  
These GOT examples provided above showcase how brand enthusiasts can influence the 
narrative and mise-en-scène of an audiovisual brand through joint brand management. They 
underscore how an active brand community can directly interact with an audiovisual brand. 
Thus, a joint brand management can create different layers of communication between the brand, 
the brand community, and the creators, from narrative issues coming from fan theories to 
aesthetic subjects. 
 
Influence on Brand Image 
Apart from the fictional world, the fans can influence the image of a brand as well. A brand 
image signifies what the “product” currently represents (Pahwa), based on a set of beliefs held 
about it. Even if the official viral message tries to disseminate a specific image, unofficial viral 
                                            
2 The fan-based website can be accessed at awoiaf.westeros.org/index.php/Main_Page  
3 “Oathbreaker” aired on May 8, 2016. 
4 “The House of Black and White,” aired on April 19, 2015. 
5 Of course, it should be noted that there is no official confirmation by GOT creative team and the above is just a 
hypothesis. 




content has the power to alter it. This can be achieved through memes as both unofficial 
advertisement and backlash.  
According to Paul Gil (2017), “a meme is a virally-transmitted cultural symbol or social 
idea” that takes various forms, from captioned photographs and videos to verbal expressions and 
other acts of mimicry or humorous depictions. Brand enthusiasts frequently create memes by 
taking an important moment of a show and subverting its meaning. There are several Facebook 
pages, Twitter accounts, and websites dedicated to spreading memes with viral potential. 
Through this process, unofficial content works as a humorous or mock brand advertisement. On 
one hand, such memes promote the audiovisual brand with viral techniques, but as the essence of 
the memes is humorous, they usually contradict with the true nature of the fictional moment of 
the brand. 
Exemplar of this is the well-known meme “one does not simply . . . ” from the first film of 
The Lord of The Rings (LotR) trilogy (2001), where the film’s heroes discuss how they will walk 
into Mordor. Brand enthusiasts took the phrase and created a meme sensation with many 
variations by filling the rest of the sentence. From everyday activities and work-related matters 
to political issues, this meme has become part of LotR’s brand image, and still operates today as 
unofficial advertisement for possible brand prospects. Even if the fictional scene involves a 
serious matter, the definition of the meme is to alter it and use it in a humorous way. The LotR 
meme has managed to change the viewing of the film, since a member of the brand community 
can easily remember the funny aspect of this line while re-watching the scene, or even watching 
it for the first time. 
Νumerous other popular memes are based on audiovisual brands. These memes alter the 
meaning of the initial fictional moment and operate as unofficial brand promotion. GOT has 
established a Facebook page dedicated to its memes. One such case involves Hodor’s (Kristian 
Nairn) death in season six, a secondary character since the first season, who could not speak any 
word apart from his name. In the fifth episode of season six,6 the audience witnessed a very 
dramatic scene, where the character sacrificed himself in order to save Bran (Isaac Hempstead 
Wright), by holding a door and keeping away the White Walkers and their army of the dead. In 
this scene, Meera (Ellie Kendrick) yells at Hodor to “hold the door” while she carries Bran away. 
In the fashion of a time-travel narrative, the repetition of the phrase “hold the door” resulted in 
the name Hodor. Even if the scene is very emotional, a lot of brand enthusiasts have interpreted 
it differently and created funny viral content. Most of this content is based on the comparison of 
Hodor with a doorstopper.7 Although this mockery is not part of the official brand policy, it still 
promotes the brand by drawing more attention to it. 
                                            
6 “The Door” aired on May 22, 2016. 
7 Even IKEA tried to benefit from this viral trend by sharing a GIF in the Australian IKEA Facebook page, 
advertising their own doorstoppers, by using the phrases “hold the door” and “winter is coming,” two GOT mottos 
(Reading). 
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Similarly, in the third episode of season seven,8 Jaime Lannister leads his army to victory at 
Highgarden, after which he offers the defeated Olenna poisoned wine as an act of mercy. Even if 
she is overpowered and has to die, Jaime offers her a decent death. She graciously accepts it and, 
moments before she dies, she admits that she was the one that killed Joffrey (Jack Gleeson), 
Jamie, and his sister’s child, ending her confession with the phrase: “Tell Cersei. I want her to 
know it was me.” Like the Hodor example, this is a powerful scene, whose purpose is to 
passionately engage viewers. Yet, some brand enthusiasts had a different approach: from a cat 
that looked like Lady Olenna and memes with the quote “it was me” to an eighty-five-year-old 
grandmother that went to Dragon Con in Atlanta, dressed as Lady Olenna, the Internet was 
flooded with relevant memes.   
Even if memes alter the intended meaning of brand images, they usually have a positive 
impact. There are cases, however, when brand communities create backlash, especially when 
their members feel that a new episode or film does not truly represent the real essence of the 
brand as they perceive it. In these instances, brand enthusiasts can choose to rebel against official 
brand management in order to “save” what they believe is the “correct” brand image or the 
canon, that is the official continuity of events, stories, and works within a body of fictional 
world. A popular example of backlash comes from the Star Wars cosmos, a space opera media 
franchise, centered on the film series created by George Lucas, about the adventures of various 
characters in a galaxy far away. The fan community of Star Wars is very protective of the brand 
and takes it very seriously. This is why there are two canons: the official canon and the 
Expanded Universe (EU) or Star Wars Legends. Based on their fan-made wiki, the EU 
encompasses every one of the officially licensed, fictional background stories of the Star Wars 
universe created before April 25, 2014, such as Star Wars-related books, comic books, video 
games, spin-off films, television series, toys, and other media.9 In 2014, based on an official 
statement released on StarWars.com, the only works before the new trilogy that are included in 
the official canon are the six original films, the Star Wars: The Clone Wars television series and 
film, and the stand-alone Dark Horse Comics arc Star Wars: Darth Maul—Son of Dathomir, 
which was based on unproduced scripts from The Clone Wars TV series (Cartoon Network, 
2008-2013; Netflix, 2014; Disney+, 2019). The differences between what happens in the EU and 
in the official canon can be substantial. For example, in the EU, beloved Chewbacca, dies, while 
in the new trilogy, which is part of the official canon, Chewbacca is still alive and plays a crucial 
role in the narrative. 
Having these strict rules about what belongs to the official canon and what can be taken as 
part of the expanded universe, or even the fan-art, means that brand community members are 
seriously engaged in their activities and can even clash with the brand’s creators and managers, 
which is what happened after the release of Episode VII: The Last Jedi (2017), where Luke 
Skywalker (Mark Hamill) is depicted as an antihero for the first time. Some brand enthusiasts 
concluded that this choice erases the hero’s great past, and transforms him into a pessimist 
                                            
8 “The Queen’s Justice” aired on July 30, 2017. 
9 Star Wars Wiki, retrieved from starwars.fandom.com/wiki/Canon on March 24, 2018. 




antihero that has nothing in common with New Hope’s Luke. This resulted in the creation of an 
online petition that demanded Disney to remove Episode VII from the official canon. The 
petition became viral and has been signed by more than 110,000 people, while it led Hamill to 
admit that he also disagreed with the character’s representation (Trumbore). Although the film 
was not removed from the official canon, these brand enthusiasts created a backlash that had a 
negative impact on the promotion of the film and potentially the brand image.  
Except for the memes and the online campaigns, the brand image can be influenced by some 
extratextual parameters, such as the casting decisions and the lifespan of the narrative. When a 
new brand installment is announced, fans start to speculate about the stars. If their preferences or 
even dislikes go viral, this could be a way of pressuring the production team in order to cast 
some fan-favorite actors, an example of which is the film It: Chapter 2 (2019). It (2017) is a 
horror film directed by Andy Muschietti, based on the homonymous novel by Stephen King 
published in 1986. The story involves seven children who are terrorized by Pennywise, a demon 
clown, while facing their own personal fears in the small town of Derry in Maine. Because of the 
famous novel and its 1990 adaptation into a TV miniseries, a brand community had already been 
established since the 1980s. After the promotion of the 2017 film and its phenomenal success, 
the fans began revisiting older fan theories and creating unofficial viral content, usually in the 
form of memes. The news for the 2019 sequel found the brand enthusiasts searching for the 
actors that would reprise the adult versions of each character of the first film, and some choices 
went viral. Brand enthusiasts supported Jessica Chastain for the adult version of Beverly by even 
creating fan-made posters of the upcoming film (Scott). In February, 2018, it was officially 
confirmed that Chastain had officially joined the cast.  
Unofficial content can also influence the lifespan of the brand. When discussing audiovisual 
brands, one usually does not refer to a single film or TV episode, but to a set of works released 
from few years to decades. The activity of brand enthusiasts can influence the lifespan of a brand 
in several ways. There are audiovisual brands that owe their existence to their fans’ persistence, 
while there are others that stop production because of negative fan reaction. For instance, the 
brand community of Community was a useful help through every obstacle the sitcom faced. The 
series followed a cast of characters at a community college in the fictional town of Greendale, 
Colorado. Even if the show had low ratings and its creator, Dan Harmon, got fired after the third 
season, the community helped the brand by showing its support in many ways and managing to 
help it survive for six seasons—with the final sixth season on Yahoo! Screen, an online 
streaming service (Harrison). 
As mentioned above, since unofficial viral content is unpredictable, its results can also have a 
negative impact on an audiovisual brand. This is the case of Skam (2015-2017) (in English: 
Shame), a Norwegian teen drama web series about the life of teenagers at the Hartvig Nissen 
School, in West End Oslo, produced by NRK P3, part of the Norwegian government-owned 
NRK. Each of the four seasons focuses on a different central character, and the viewers get to 
know each one in more depth. The web drama was released in the form of short clips on the 
NRK website and was published in real time. For example, if a clip showed the characters at 
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8:30 pm on a Friday, it aired on the site at 8:30 pm on the same Friday. New material was posted 
on a daily basis, while the fictional characters had social media profiles where viewers could 
follow their activities. Finally, the content was unified and combined into one full webisode that 
aired at the end of the week. Not only did the show conquer the Norwegian audience, but also it 
created a universal brand community faithful enough to translate each episode into English and 
make it accessible to a larger audience outside the country. As Anna Leszkiewicz (2017) 
observes, Skam “found a global audience thanks to the sheer dedication of its fans: Norwegian 
speakers create subtitled versions of new episodes in English or other languages, which were 
shared through a series of underground Google Drive networks.” Skam became 2017’s most 
talked-about show on Tumblr (Bartleet) thanks to its brand community, although it was illegal to 
watch it outside Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Iceland, and Finland. 
Yet, this success caused serious problems to the show’s production. Fans around the world 
demanded the show be officially subtitled, but their request was declined by NRK, explaining 
that the licenses for the music presented throughout the series were restricted to a Norwegian 
audience, and a possible availability outside the country would violate their license agreements 
terms (Nilsen and Elnan). In January, 2017, Skam was geoblocked for foreign viewers, with 
NRK attorney Kari Anne Lang-Ree stating that:  
 
NRK has a right to publish content to the Norwegian audience and foreign countries. The 
music industry is reacting to the fact that many international viewers are listening to 
music despite NRK not having international licensing deals. NRK takes the concerns 
from the music industry seriously. We are in dialogue with [the music industry] to find a 
solution. (qtd. in Myrvang) 
 
Even if Skam’s brand community rapidly expanded and the fans shared their passion for the 
show in many unofficial forms, translating the entire show for other non-Norwegian speakers, 
this had no positive impact on the brand itself. Although it was initially planned for more 
seasons, the show concluded in season four due to high production stress and the reported 
problems with the music industry.  
 
Conclusion 
In the digital era of online viral marketing, joint brand management can have a crucial impact 
on the identity of an audiovisual brand. On the one hand, the production companies of brands use 
viral techniques on many platforms and rely on their consumer activity to forward the message 
even further. On the other hand, an active community can impact the brand in unpredictable 
ways through unofficial content. A joint brand management model of investigation presupposes 
the interaction of the community with the brand in two basic spheres of influence: on the 
fictional world and on the brand image. Through the case studies included in this essay, it has 
been made clear that these two categories can be affected by joint brand management on 
different levels. The plot and the mise-en-scène are some of the basic elements of the fictional 




world of an audiovisual brand that the fans can have an impact on. Additionally, they can 
influence the image of a brand in positive or negative ways. Memes, viral catchphrases, and 
online campaigns can benefit or harm an audiovisual brand, depending on the community’s 
course of action. Even the casting and lifespan of the narrative can be affected by its fans. 
Therefore, joint brand management can be the basis for a better understanding of the 
complex relationship between the official managing team of an audiovisual brand and its brand 
community. By using Web 2.0 tools avidly, viewers demand a more active role in the process of 
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